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	1. Chapter 1: Happy Birthday

As the candles on our birthday cake threatened to drip colorful wax and a variety of voices filled the room in multiple renditions of "Happy Birthday", I looked around and smiled at the group of loved ones.

On either side of me were the two girls that I had been lucky enough to call my best friends since birth, Ryder and Katie. It was their birthday too.

Ryder sung with her voice steady and her head held high. She was a natural-born leader and had wild blonde hair that matched her fiery spirit, which her mum always swore she got from her. She was pretty wealthy because her parents owned the huge restaurant franchise Rikki's (which was named after her mum), but she never let it get to her head. She wore normal clothes and only ever indulged in buying dirt bikes, which she raced competitively. She was more of a daddy's-girl since her and her mother butted heads all time. I wished I could be as outspoken and carefree as she was.

Katie sung softer, although she was the only one in the room with any real singing talent besides her mother. Katie Benjamin was a great surfer and gorgeous with a permanent tan and long blond hair, having inherited both from her mum and her dad. Katie had this laid-back attitude that was a refreshing break from Ryder's intensity. She was the sweetest girl ever and I could always count on her.

Ryder, Katie, and I had been practically sisters since before we were even born because our mums were best friends. I can't even start to tell you how many times I had heard stories about the invincible trio of Rikki, Bella, and Cleo, honestly, after awhile it got pretty sickening. I didn't know why they acted as if their lives were so exciting as teenagers. They sounded boring to me, but then again, what mums were exciting? All of our mums were young because they were just 20 when they had us. Ryder, Katie, and I also had almost the exact same birthdays, all occurring within a week of each other. I had heard our mums making jokes before when they thought I couldn't hear about us being conceived on a full moon, but I didn't want to even think about what that could be an allusion to. All of our families together made up a bigger, more dysfunctional one, and I loved it. Their families, the Benjamin's and Bennett's, were there to celebrate their daughters' birthdays as well as mine.

My mum stood at the other end of the table with the women that I referred to as Aunt Rikki and Aunt Bella, although we were not related by blood. They were glowing with a sort of happiness that people outside of their trio couldn't comprehend as they goofily swayed and sang. My mum stood in the middle, her hazel eyes shining with excitement over her oldest child growing up. Aunt Rikki had abandoned her usual cool attitude and played along, sticking out her tongue when I narrowed my eyes at her incredulously. Aunt Bella just grinned, her sweet singing voice ringing clearly above the rest.

The dads were scattered throughout the room. Mine was smiling, holding an ancient video camera to record the moment. He looked ridiculously uncool in his khaki slacks and fishing shirt, a blend of his profession and hobby, but I still loved him.

Ryder's father, Uncle Zane, was the complete opposite of mine. He wore a dress shirt with nicely tailored designer jeans. He was a young, handsome, and very successful man and this was reflected in everything he did. For example, instead of joining in the festivities, he stood in the corner typing away on his phone. I secretly wished he would come closer, knowing how much Ryder sought his approval, but shook the thought out of my head.

Katie's dad, Uncle Will was clowning around behind us, trying to ruin my father's video. He pulled funny faces and sung in an obnoxious falsetto in our ears. Uncle Will was always the most fun of our fathers and the one Ryder, Katie, and I went to when seeking permission for something controversial.

My little brother Max rolled his eyes at the song and went back to playing with Ryder's younger sister Ruby. The two of them usually didn't get along since Max was a kid-genius and Ruby was a total princess, but I guess they made an exception for our birthdays.

As the song drew to a close, the three of us collectively blew out our fifteen candles.

I, Ellie, was certain in my wish. I wished that this year would be the best of my life.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

"Allison? Alli, honey, wake up," I heard my mother whisper as she gently shook my arm.

I groaned back at her and rolled over in my sleeping bag. It wasn't exactly comfortable, but the thick polyester was welcome against the harsh cold of the Irish winter. There was no other furniture in our house, besides sleeping bags and lanterns. This moving ritual was fun when I was six when my parents and I pretended we were camping on an imaginary island called Mako, that my mom made up. Now, it was the beginning of all the troubles this move would bring me.

"Allison," she said, her tone sharper.

"What?" I snapped, sitting up.

"Happy birthday," she smiled. It was a tradition in the Dove family to celebrate as soon as the clock struck midnight. While this ritual had also been extremely exciting when I was six and got to wake up in the middle of the night, it was a bit bothersome at fourteen. Sorry, fifteen. Plus, this wasn't just a reminder that it was my birthday. This visit from my mom was a reminder that it was moving day.

"No, it's not," I said coldly, my words like a slap to her face. Her blue eyes grew moist and she bit her lip. The slip only lasted a few seconds, though, and she quickly regained her composure.

"Allison, you're turning fifteen, this is exciting! Come on, your dad and the baby are waiting in the kitchen with the cake." She got up off of the bare hardwood floor and dusted off her hands before offering one to me.

I knew this celebration was a peace offering- a way of showing me that the move to Australia wouldn't change the family, but I was skeptical. My parents had had been traveling for years now and one baby hadn't stopped them, so why would another make a difference? Why were they settling now, and why Australia? I was perfectly happy here in Ireland and had been for the past three years. I didn't want to be the new girl all over again. I didn't want Mom to think she had won, but I accepted the outstretched hand anyway, and followed her into the kitchen.

Standing in the doorway was my father, my infant brother in his arms. I didn't say it at the time, but I was jealous of Liam. He would get to grow up in a place that he belonged. I never had that as a child. When I was little, my parents and I had zigzagged across America, living in ten different places in my first ten years of life. I quickly discovered that I was not a wanderer like my mom and dad, and each move grew more difficult.

My dad sat down on the floor with Liam and my mom joined him, patting the space next to her. I sank with them, and Mom presented me with a cookie cake, my favorite. They sang a fast "Happy Birthday", though I tuned it out, choosing instead to focus on the contrast of the flicker of the primary colored candles and the blackness outside the kitchen window. Once the final stanza was sung, I blew out my candles.

My wish? For my secret to remain a secret, despite the move.

**Hey guys, thanks for taking the time to read my story, I hope you liKe it! Let me let you in on a few things though before you get too emotionally invested and there's no way out:**

**1. I am very busy. I go to high school and college and play sports and have a job so things can get a little hectic so I **

**2. Write when I can. It may be a couple of days or a couple of months before I update, however**

**3. No matter how long it takes, I do intend to finish this story **

**Yep, that's it! Again thank you for reading and review if you liked it, or just have something to say and I'll try and update as soon as possible! **


	2. Chapter 2: The New Girl

Unpacking was slightly better than packing, but it still wasn't fun. I had managed to throw a comforter on my bed before getting bored. I was currently working on setting out my trophies. I pulled out my recently-won horseback-riding trophies, ribbons, and medals and arranged them in a suitable fashion before reaching deeper into the cardboard box marked "Allison" in Dad's messy scrawl. From it I retrieved a medal reading "100-meter Freestyle First Place". I traced the engraved words with my thumb before dropping it with a clang, back into the box.

It had been hard convincing my parents that I couldn't swim anymore, but I had done it. My father had been very persistent and continued to drive me to practices for weeks even though I wouldn't get anywhere near the water. My mom, on the other hand, had just gotten really sad. When I told her I was quitting, she didn't even put up a fight or even ask why. All she did was squeeze my hand and say "Okay" with a strange look in her eyes. My dad said it was because I reminded her of herself, and I believed it. Like me, my mom hated water and like me, she refused to say why. Sometimes I even imagined that she was harboring the same secret as me, but I quickly pushed those dreams out of my head. I was a freak.

Mom knocked on the door to my new room as I was reminiscing and slipped in.

"How's the unpacking going?" she asked, knowing full well I wasn't good at it.

I shrugged before giving her a lame "Fine."

"'Fine'?" She mimicked. "Might I have another syllable or two?"

I allowed her a small smile. "You _know_ I've never liked unpacking."

"Yes but this is the last time, don't worry. We're not budging from the Gold Coast. I love it here and I'm positive you will too." She took a seat on my bed and patted the space next to her.

"Why?" I plopped myself down next to her. "_Why_ do you love it so much?"

"You're gonna laugh at me..." She smiled.

"Who me? Never."

"Okay. I know I never say things like this but it really is true," she wrung out her hands. "There's just something magical about this place," she gazed out the window with a dazed look in her eyes. "It's special- different from anywhere else in the world."

"And why's that?"

She blinked. "Pardon?"

"What makes it so special?"

"Oh stop it. I don't usually talk about anything that's not factual, and now you're just trying to see what crazy things you can get out of me before I go back to normal."

I raised my hands. "You caught me," I grinned.

"Well then, I might as well humor you."

I rotated my body so I could lie down with my head in her lap. "Go on," I smiled.

"Okay. Now I'm a very scientific person so don't ever ask me to say this again."

I rolled my eyes, indicating my agreement."

"And it's not so much the Gold Coast as it is things off the shore of the Gold Coast."

"Just get on with it, Mom."

"Alright so strange things happen in those waters. Strange, beautiful, unexplainable things. There are magical beings and gorgeous coral and fishes and it's the most amazing thing, Alli."

She stroked my hair as she talked and I watched her face. Sometimes I forgot how young and obviously pretty my mom was. Her blond hair effortlessly swooped back into a stylish ponytail to reveal her heart-shaped face. Her blue-grey eyes lit up as she spoke and her entire visage became more animated than usual. Her freckled cheeks flushed with excitement and her full lips smiled wide with excitement.

"There are people who have seen these things that have been declared madmen and ridiculed for their beliefs-"

"But you believe them?"

Her voice lost its nostalgic tone and quickly became defensive. "Don't be ridiculous, Allison. They're only stories."

"What about the things you're describing? You don't swim."

She paused for a long moment before stating, "It wasn't always like that."

"What changed?"

"Hm?"

"You said you used to enjoy swimming. Well, what happened?"

"It was nothing. You know I hate water, especially the ocean. It's filthy."

I sighed and resigned myself to the fact that she was not willing to share anything else. "Okay, Mom," I said, sitting up.

"So lets talk about what this new place means for you," she smiled and placed her hand on my leg.

"What are you talking about?"

"Well you've been a little, I don't know, antisocial lately and I want this to be a good fresh start for you."

"Mom!" I cried indignantly. "I am _not_ antisocial!"

"Let's be realistic here, sweetie. Over the past year you spontaneously dropped all of your friends."

"Did not," I huffed, crossing my arms.

"Alli," she said, insisting I agree.

"Okay, fine, say that I did. What does it matter?"

"What matters is that you can't be lonely like this, Alli. Who are you going to hang out with, or tell secrets to? Certainly not me."

"Alright, alright. I'll make an effort if it'll make you happy."

"That's all I'm asking," she grinned. "Hey, do you remember those cafes we used to go to in the States? The ones called Rikki's?" She asked.

I nodded. I had loved Rikki's when I was younger because it made me feel sophisticated. While other cafes sold coffee, which I found disgusting at the time, Rikki's sold juices, which were perfect for preteen girls.

"The original is right down the street if you want to check it out. I'll set up your mirror and dresser while you're out. Who knows, maybe you'll make some new friends," she smiled at me.

"Okay, but no promises," I said, slipping on a pair of flip flops. One good thing about Australia was that it was summer here.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

"So, Ellie, how do you wanna kick off the start to the summer holidays?" Ryder asked me as we walked along the beach, a mischievous smile on her face. "We could steal one of those yachts down at the marina or go get raging drunk at one of the Grade 12 parties or-"

"Or we could go to Rikki's," Katie finished, playfully shoving Ryder into the waves. We were all itching for an adventure, but the ones Ryder were suggesting weren't exactly appealing.

I pretended to ponder the question for a moment. "Hmm, while alcohol does sound fun," I said, the idea of me drinking causing Katie to giggle, "We can go to Grade 12 parties when we're actually in Grade 12. Let's just go get some juice."

Ryder moaned about how lame Rikki's was, but she was biased. Every other teen on the Gold Coast loved Rikki's, Katie and myself included.

"C'mon, we need you for the Bennett discount," I teased.

"Fine," she huffed. "Some of those smoothies are ridiculously overpriced."

"Don't let the media catch you saying that," Katie laughed.

The three of us continued down the sand on our way to Rikki's, gossiping and laughing and making plans for summer. By the time we were wrapping up our discussion on our solo mission to Mako Island, a new voice had chimed in right outside Rikki's.

"I'm sorry, did you just say Mako Island?" We heard someone ask. Ryder, Katie, and I turned around to see a girl of about our age. She had straight, dirty-blonde hair that hung a bit past her shoulders, grey eyes wide with nerves, and a mouth that naturally turned into a pout. She wore a thin blue sweater, khaki shorts, and a pair of black thongs.

"Yes, why?" Katie asked. She had always been the friendliest of us.

"It's just that my mother always...never mind." The girl blushed and turned to walk away.

"Wait," I found myself calling out. "Do you want to join us for a juice?"

The four of us managed to find a table rather quickly despite the crowds due to Ryder's connections. The place was usually swamped with tourists this time of year and all the hustle and bustle clashed with the laid back style of the cafe. We slid right into our usual booth and a waitress came over to take the new girl's order. Katie, Ryder, and I hadn't placed an order at that place since we were ten. Instead, the waitress just brought out "the usual".

"So, who are you?" Ryder asked the girl, never liking to beat around the bush.

"I'm Allison. Allison Dove. I just moved here," she answered. "What are your names?"

"I'm Ellie McCartney," I told her, offering a smile, "And this is Katie Benjamin," she gave a small wave, "And Ryder Bennett."

"Hi," Ryder smirked.

"Now what was that about Mako?" I asked her.

"I had just assumed that it wasn't a real island."

"Of course it's a 'real island,'" Ryder scoffed.

"Well there's got to be a reason why you though it wasn't," Katie said kindly, shooting Ryder a warning look.

Allison sighed. "When I was a little girl, my mother used to tell me all sorts of stories about a place called Mako Island. I don't know why she wouldn't have told me that it was real, instead of lying and saying it was imaginary."

The long answer gave me time to analyze her voice. It was odd, seeming to be a blend of multiple accents. Allison was turning out to be really interesting.

"I guess that's weird," I said, dismissing the subject so I could bring up another. "So where did you say you're from? I mean you're new, aren't you?"

She smiled. "I actually didn't say, but yes, I am new. I just moved here from Ireland."

"You don't sound Irish," Ryder said, as if the accusation was important. After a glance from me she tacked on "Well not completely anyway."

Allison launched into the story of her life and how she had moved from town to town for as long as she could remember. After a bit more prompting, I also found out about her love for horses and her success in school.

I thought it was sad that the girl had nowhere to really call home. If what her mum had told her was true and they were staying here permanently, I was going to do my best to make this Allison's home. After all, I found the girl intriguing. At a glance, she seemed like an open book. However, as you talked, you began to realize that there were some subjects that she avoided completely with a kind of skill that made the diversion hard to catch. I wanted to be her friend. I wanted to figure her out.

I left lunch with Allison Dove's telephone number and the promise of future plans.


	3. Chapter 3: Sleepover

I invited Allison to our weekly Friday sleepover that night despite the glares Ryder gave me whilst I was extending the invitation. Weekly sleepovers were really important to the three of us. We took turns hosting, although no matter who's house we were at, we partook in the same tradition of arranging our sleeping bags in a sort of pinwheel shape with all of our heads facing each others. The host also had to provide a strange food item for the group to try together. The sleepovers had been a ritual for as long as I could remember, however they hadn't become regular until we turned ten and our mums gave us permission.

I admit, inviting Allison wasn't exactly fair to Ryder and Katie seeing as no outsider had ever come before. However, I was hosting that week and I had a really good feeling about Allison. In my mind, she was becoming one of us even though I had only known her for a matter of hours. She just fit our group dynamic perfectly. Her friendliness balanced out Ryder's attitude, her rigidity balanced out Katie's easygoingness, and her planning balanced out my tendency to make rash decisions. It was as though she was made for us.

Ryder, Katie, and I were settled in the living room snacking on baked potato flavored crisps and gossiping about upperclassmen when we heard the doorbell. Ryder followed up the noise with an exasperated sigh and the crossing of her arms. I ignored her annoyance and left Katie to calm her down as I went to get the door.

Allison's fist was raised as I swung the front door open, as if to knock, and she quickly tried to act casual, bringing the hand through her hair before letting it rest at her side. "Hi," she said shyly. She was weighed down by an enormous sky-blue duffel bag on her right shoulder and held a worn pillow in the crook of her left arm.

I greeted her and quickly invited her in. Then, I took her things and threw them into the mountain of junk that had accumulated in the entrance to the living room. "Hey guys, Allison's here," I announced to the other two.

"Hi Allison!" Katie said excitedly. "Are you hungry? We have crisps. Ryder, pass me the crisps."

Ryder rolled her eyes and handed over the bag of chips. "Just don't eat too many," she told Allison, "I actually like this flavor."

Katie gave Allison the bag. Her eyes widened as she read the label. "Baked Potato?" she asked incredulously.

"You don't have to eat them if you don't want to," I reassured her. "See it's kind of this thing we do where-"

"Yes she does," Ryder argued. "If she's going to come to our sleepover, she has to play by our rules." She looked at Allison. "Eat one."

Allison opened the bag, the crinkling noise causing to to wince, and peered down at the crisps coated in a fine orange powder. Ryder, Katie, and I all watched intently as she grasped one between her thumb and forefinger and placed it in her waiting mouth. After a number of satisfying crunches she declared "That was really good!"

Whether the enthusiasm was real or fake, Allison had passed the test. Katie and I breathed a sigh of relief and even the ends of Ryder's mouth turned up into a slight smile.

I sank into the empty couch and motioned for Allison to join me. "So we were just talking about Marisa and Devon, as in whether or not the relationship is gonna work out. I really don't think it is. I mean she's like the smartest girl Grade 12, not to mention the best behaved. I don't understand what she sees in a guy like Devon."

"What do you have against Devon?" Ryder asked angrily.

"Geez, I just meant that he's a complete bad boy. He got expelled from his old school and refuses to tell anyone why. That sounds sketchy to me."

"Maybe he has a good reason, right Allison?"

Allison looked at me with wide eyes. "I guess," she stammered, not wanting to make me mad.

I laughed. "It's fine, Allison. You can give your opinion, I'm not gonna get pissed at you. Ryder and I fight all the time."

She smoothed her hair before nodding. "I think that Ryder could be right. Sometimes people don't want to share information with others, but that doesn't make their secret bad. It just keeps it private. I don't think he needs to give everyone a reason, it's his business. And as for him and Marisa, I think they have a chance. Don't all good girls go for the bad boys?"

We gave her shocked looks.

"I'm sorry, I'm rambling," she bit her lip.

Katie's melodious laugh rung out in the room. "You're so...insightful, Allison. I like you." Her bright green eyes twinkled and her lips pulled back into an infectious smile.

Allison grinned. I knew she couldn't help it. Katie was one of those beautiful people that made you feel important and special. She had a certain charisma and grace about her. While she didn't speak as often as Ryder or me, whenever she did say something, it was important.

A loud sigh came from the right side of the room. "I'm sick of eating crisps and lounging around," Ryder complained.

"We've been sitting here for literally thirty minutes, Ryder. Quit your whinging," I told her.

"Oh, be nice, Ellie," Katie laughed. "You know Ryder can't sit still."

"I'm, not sure if you're trying to help me or insult me...but thanks," Ryder said, her eyes narrowed.

Katie smiled and batted her eyelashes at Ryder.

"Oh stop it." Ryder rolled her eyes. "You know that cute and innocent act doesn't work in me. I know everything you've ever done, ever." She crossed her arms. "Hey remember that one time when you-"

"Alright!" Katie stood and clapped her hands. "Shall we go swimming?" She said, eyebrows raised.

Allison's eyes widened. "No!"

Our heads all snapped her way.

"I just..." I raised my eyebrows. "I mean, I can't swim so I would rather not. However, if you all want to..." She trailed off.

"Personally, I would rather go to that party tonight," I declared, winking at Allison. She smiled back gratefully.

"You mean the crazy senior party you denied earlier?" Ryder looked at me skeptically.

I nodded my head slowly, biting my lip. "Yeah, why not?"

Ryder laughed condescendingly. "Okay, okay. We can go." She turned. "Katie, Allison? You guys in?"

"Duh," Katie grinned. "I'm all for having fun." She came up behind me and threw her arms around my shoulders. "Is little Ellie gonna drink? Is she gonna smoke? Is she gonna kiss boys?" She cooed while swaying me from side to side.

I threw her off of me and crossed my arms. "I just thought we might try something new, that's all."

"If you wanna do something new, why don't we go to Mako?" Allison said. "I've been dying to see it since I was little, and that was back when I thought it was imaginary. It sounds even cooler now that it's real." She looked up as Katie's emerald eyes brightened. "It was just a suggestion," she said, embarrassed.

"I dunno, Allison. I think you might have your hopes up, unless your definition of 'cool' is sharks and reefs and mangroves." I told her.

"My definition of 'cool' is an adventure," Ryder chimed in. "Mako sounds awesome!"

"It'll be so dark out there, though. Personally, I'd want to see an animal before it got the chance to attack me. Besides, Uncle Lewis and Max are camping out there tonight, remember? We wouldn't wanna run into them. Why don't we make a trip out to Mako on Friday when it's a full moon. That way we'll be able to see," Katie said.

"How do you know the lunar cycles?" Ryder laughed.

"What, your parents don't ever mention it? Mine do all the time."

"Your family is so weird."

"That's why you love us."

Ryder was right, Katie's family was a bit strange, but in a good way. They were all really laid-back, fun-loving people not to mention insanely beautiful. Her mum, my Aunt Bella, had been a model for two years before unexpectedly getting pregnant with Katie. Although she had only done it for a short amount of time, she was very good at modeling and had made a good sum of money. Ever since having Katie, she had been working from her home as a songwriter. It was not unusual to walk into Katie's home on the beach and hear her mum singing to herself about anything and everything. Her dad was a competitive free-diver and had recently become a coach. Their jobs were very flexible, making them closer. Every week they'd have bonfires on the beach outside their house and they frequently went on trips to Fiji. They were each others' best friends and while we all found that odd, it was normal for them.

"Okay, so are we all in agreement that we are going to the party tonight?" Ryder asked.

Katie and I nodded our heads, she a bit more confident than myself.

"I-" Allison raised her hand slightly.

"You don't have an opinion yet," Ryder raised an eyebrow and stared at Allison, daring her to protest.

Allison broke the eye contact first, admitting defeat.

"Shall we get ready then?" Katie asked, smiling.

The four of us stomped our way up the stairs and into my bedroom.

Three of the walls were blue. The fourth was a mural of dolphins playing in the ocean. What could I say, my parents careers greatly influenced my interests. I had two windows facing the front of the house, and my queen-sized bed with a white, wrought-iron frame sat between them. On top rested various white and blue pillows and a seriously out of place comforter from the 2010s when my parents got married, evidence that I was in the process of ordering new bedding. To the right were a vanity and my dresser and to the left was the door to my very own bathroom.

"I'm gonna take a shower real quick, feel free to start getting ready," I announced. Not waiting for an answer I turned to the bathroom door.

Once I closed the door, I peeled off my sleepover attire (which would definitely not be suitable for the party) and hopped into my shower, sliding the glass shut behind me.

Moments later, I heard the bathroom door creak open. "Hello?" I called out, inconveniently blinded by the stream of water hitting my eyes. I always hated closing my eyes in the shower.

"Hello?" I tried again, rubbing at my eyes. This time it was the glass door that opened. Two hands immediately blocked my vision.

"Guess who?"

I spun around to face a naked Ryder. I guess to anyone else this would have been unusual, but Ryder, Katie, and I had bathed together as babies and had never really stopped.

"You scared the hell out of me! What do you want?" It's hard to look intimidating when your makeup is melting off your face, your hair is soaked and flat, and your wearing nothing, but I tried.

"Katie's insisting on doing Allison's hair and makeup for the party."

"And?"

"And you know how much I hate makeovers. She would have come after me next." She pouted at me. "Now can you please move over so I can have some water too?"

I sighed loudly, but sidestepped her, allowing her to stand under the shower head.

"Whoa, what's that?" I asked nodding towards her chest as Ryder wet her hair in the water. There was a large discoloration on her right chest, hard to miss against the backdrop of her pale skin.

"That would be my tit, Ellie."

"Ryder!"

"Sorry, the object that you are gazing upon happens to be my bosom."

"Are you seriously gonna do that..."

"And since you claim to be a heterosexual female, you should not be staring at it."

"Ryder, is Jeremy hurting you again? I thought you two had called it quits-"

"Ellie..."

"No, Ryder, I wanna know exactly how you got that bruise."

"No you don't," she raised her eyebrows, finalizing the conversation in her mind. It angered me whenever she told me not to be concerned. I was her best friend and I had the right to protect her when I felt that she needed me.

"Really, Ryder. Tell me right now, or I'm... Or I'm kicking you out of this shower!"

"Seriously?"

I raised an eyebrow at her, willing her to test me.

"Fine, fine," she laughed. "While Jeremy and I were making out in his car, things got pretty passionate. We were kissing and he was just all over me with his hands and his lips. Oh God, those lips," she winked at me. I shuddered. "Before I knew it I was no longer wearing a shirt. His kisses drifted lower until he-"

"Okay, okay! Get on with it!"

"It's a goddamn hickey, Ellie! Relax! Jeremy and I are back together and better than ever."

"Oh right. Sorry then," I smiled sheepishly.

"Water's yours, goofball," Ryder grinned, flicking some at me.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

I curled my fingers to get a good look at my nails. They were painted Moonlit Kiss (in normal-talk that meant violet), although I had managed to chip off a large portion on my left thumbnail within the last few minutes.

As I picked, I thought. The idea of going to a party was as new and thrilling as the girls I had befriended. It should have been fun. Everyone always had fun at those things, right? Otherwise, why would they be such a big deal? I kept envisioning kissing one of the Aussie boys around here. I had never seen the likes of them in America or Ireland. They were tanned, muscular, and had the hottest accents.

I couldn't help but worry about what Ellie's mom would think. Was Ellie going to tell her what where we were going tonight? I hadn't even met her yet. What if we got in trouble? Did I only get invited to be a scapegoat in case of an emergency?

"Allison?"

"I'm sorry, what?" I said, snapping out of my worrying.

She smiled, instantly reassuring me that everything was fine. "How do you like your hair?"

I glanced up at the mirror that was stuffed on the sides with Polaroids of the threesome and saw a much prettier version of myself. The reflection had smoldering grey eyes outlined in heavy black pencil that contrasted greatly with her skin. Instead of my skin looking washed-out, however, it looked clear and nearly perfect. My stick-straight, dishwater-blond hair usually hung limply from my head, but Katie had managed to work a miracle with Ellie's curling iron. My hair was bouncy and full, the wavy pieces framing my heart-shaped face. I grinned back at myself.

Katie stood behind me, fluffing my hair. "Girl, you look hot."

"How did you even do this?" I asked incredulously.

She rolled her eyes. "Just say thank you."

"Thank you, thank you, thank you!" I squealed, jumping up and throwing my arms around her. After a moment or so, I realized what I was doing and immediately released her. "I am so sorry," I said. "I didn't mean to creep you out or anything."

She laughed. "It's fine, I'm just glad someone appreciates my cosmetologist potential."

"You wanna become a hairdresser?"

"Ew no, I just meant that I could be one. You don't know where those people's hair has been! I love doing friends' hair, though. I know for a fact it's clean and, let's face it, I'm good at it."

I sat down on Ellie's bed and began to gnaw on the thumbnail, the last few flecks of Moonlit Kiss irritating me.

"You look nervous," Katie said, taking a seat next to me.

I was going to play it off as if partying was a regular thing for me, but my curiosity got the better of me. "So do you guys go to these things often?"

"No, not at all really. I mean, I've gone to a couple with some friends from school before and Ryder's gone to a few with her now-ex boyfriend, but Ellie's never been at all. That's why we were all teasing her earlier about suggesting we go tonight." She rose to unplug the hot pink curling iron from the outlet in the wall. "Did you ever go to any in Ireland?" she asked as she wound the cord around the barrel, as if it was it she was curling.

I shook my head. Me, party? It was never even heard of. I didn't want to sound totally lame, though, so I followed up the head shake with "There were never any worth going to, I guess." Total lie. People came from all over the country to go to some of the parties that my schoolmates threw, but I was always too nervous to go, especially once my secret came into play.

"You've been saying that a lot today." She stuffed the curling iron in a drawer and faced me, arms crossed.

"Saying what?" I felt my eyebrows furrowing.

"'I guess', 'I mean', 'I just'. The insecure thing is cute as first, but after awhile it starts to get bothersome."

I moved on to chewing on my left index finger. "Sorry." She was right, I was insecure, and I supposed from her point of view it was uncalled for. I knew the truth of my situation, though, and I had good reasons.

"Don't apologize, just quit second-guessing yourself. Confidence is what's going to win people over." She walked over to Ellie's closet and rifled through its contents before selecting a dress. It was dark, short and entirely too formfitting for my taste. She threw it to me. "Put that on."

I obliged, stripping out of my new jean shorts and purple tank top and stepping into the overtly sexy dress. "Zip me?" I asked quietly, twisting my hair up and out of the way.

She happily skipped over and tugged the zipper into place. "Remember, you only get one chance to make a first impression," she told me, hands on my shoulders.

She was exactly right, but was this the impression I wanted to be making? The hair, the makeup, the shoes, they weren't me. After a moment of contemplating that, I corrected myself. Sure, they weren't me, but they were going to be me.

"Thanks for the advice. And the dress. Are you sure Ellie won't want to wear it?"

"Don't be ridiculous, Ellie wouldn't be caught dead in that dress. Ryder bought it for her as a sort of gag gift for Christmas, although it is a gorgeous dress. Or maybe you're the one that makes it gorgeous."

I felt my face burning at her compliments.

Luckily, at that moment Ryder and Ellie burst in from the bathroom clad in white towels.

"Hey, Katie, check it out!" Ellie said.

"Hmm?" Katie glanced up.

"Ryder and Jeremy are back together, and there's a hickey to prove it," she ripped off her friends towel and pointed at an obvious mark on her chest. Ryder just shrugged, making no move to cover herself, and strode over to Ellie's closet.

Katie rolled her eyes. "Get dressed you two. Remember, you have company," she nodded my way.

My face burned and I tried to avert my eyes. I didn't know what to do to avoid the awkward situation I had been thrown into. If my relationship with the three of them was going to be as intimate as theirs already was, it was going to be hard work holding onto my secret. I decided to continue picking at the polish on my index finger. Picking was preferred in this incident because my eyes were preoccupied.

Once my index and middle fingers were completely free of Moonlit Kiss, Ellie and Ryder were dressed.

Ryder wore a plain red shirt tucked into black, sequined shorts and Ellie wore a high waisted pink skater skirt and a tight, white shirt that cut off just above her belly button. Katie had changed as well into a white, body-con dress that displayed her natural beauty.

"Shall we go then?" Ryder grinned.


	4. Chapter 4: The Phone Call

"What's your mother's number?" Mrs. McCartney asked. She insisted that I had my mother's permission before going to the party.

I recited the 10-digit number.

"And her name?"

"Emma. Emma Dove," I told her warily. I doubted my mom would say yes to the party.

Her eyes widened and her mouth fell open at the mention of my mother. "Emma?" She half-whispered as though in shock.

"Yes..." I said slowly, not seeing what the big deal was.

"Alright, thank you," she said, composing herself. "Why don't you girls run along and continue getting ready?"

The four of us walked out of the kitchen and towards the stairs. Ryder and Katie pounded up in seconds and I moved to join them when Ellie caught my wrist.

"Wha-?"

"Shh," she pressed her finger to my lips.

I removed my foot from the bottom step.

"Don't you wanna know what all that was about?"

I'd admit, it did sound pretty strange, but then again my mom was pretty strange. I usually never questioned it.

"I guess," I answered uncertainly.

"Here," she picked up the receiver in the room, "Is another phone. We can go in here," she crossed the room and opened the door to a bathroom, "And listen in. Sound good?"

I nodded and the two of us made our way into the cramped bathroom. Ellie made herself at home on the closed toilet seat leaving me to rest on the blue shag carpet on the floor.

She pressed the 'Talk' button on the phone, turned up the volume, and we both leaned in.

"Emma?" Ellie's mom asked hesitantly.

"Cleo." I could hear my mother's astonished voice whisper through the phone. A few seconds went by until she let out a nervous laugh and said, more sure of herself, "Cleo!"

"Oh Emma, I've missed you so much!"

"I missed you more," Mom breathed. "Where on earth did you get my telephone number?"

"Your daughter's been at my house for an hour or so hanging out with mine."

"So your daughter is the friend! What was her name, again? Ella?"

Ellie rolled her eyes at that.

"Ell-ie."

"Ah, Ellie! She's the full moon baby, isn't she?"

Ellie furrowed her eyebrows and I could feel myself doing the same. Full moon baby? What was that supposed to mean?

Apparently Mrs. McCartney knew because she quickly answered. "That would be the one! I'm guessing Allison is yours?"

"She is," Mom sighed. "Goodness, that pregnancy was hard. Do you ever find yourself thinking about it?"

Ellie's mom took a moment to respond. "Every once in a while I suppose," she said tentatively. "Leave it to you to make everything so serious! C'mon, Emma, we've only just begun talking. No need to make it anything but happy!"

"Of course, of course! I'm sorry." I heard my mom laugh. "So how has life been on the Gold Coast all these years? What'd I miss?"

"Oh it's been perfect, Emma! I have my dream job, Lewis has his. We've got a lovely family in a pretty little house and I love it," Mrs. McCartney gushed.

"Your dream job? Not head dolphin trainer is it?"

"The very one!"

"How is that possible, Cleo? That's so dangerous and-"

"No need for the lecture, Emma. Laurie knows. You know, knows."

"Knows what?" I tried to whisper to Ellie, but was soon stopped by a finger pressed to my lips. Once I was silent, Ellie allowed me a shrug.

Mum gasped. "Laurie?!"

"Oh, like you haven't told," she retorted.

"Fine you caught me, I told too."

"Good we're even!" She paused. "Was it Elliot?"

"More like the whole family," Mom said sheepishly.

What had Mom told me that was this big of a deal? You'd think I would have remembered this huge secret that they were making it out to be.

"No way. No way! Uptight Emma spilled!"

"C'mon, Cleo, let's act like adults," Mom admonished but I could hear she was smiling.

"I can't get over this!"

"I was traveling around the entire world with them- secret keeping is really hard living out of hotel rooms!"

"Wait by entire family you don't mean your daughter too, right? Not that I would judge you for it," she backtracked. "I've almost told a time or too."

"No, Allison has no idea. For the time being, I'd like it to stay that way. This move is giving her some normalcy after being the new girl her whole life and I'm not ruining that."

Well then.

"Like there will ever be normalcy in our lives," Mrs. McCartney laughed.

"I'm serious, Cleo-"

"Of course you are, Emma. Always serious. But be realistic, we can't be normal. It's been hard to accept for me and I'm guessing it would be for you as well, but it's not exactly a possibility."

"Yes it is! Cleo, think. Dream job, pretty little house, lovely family- what's strange about that?"

"The fact that our 'pretty little house' backs up to the water and instead of enjoying it with my children I tell them nasty stories to keep them away at all costs. You haven't exactly had it easy either. All that moving around? What was that about?"

"We weren't moving because I'm- because of, well, that. I told you Ash and I love travelling. And of course some places were harder to live in than others but I could have stayed if I wanted to. And besides, Cleo, our secrets don't have to affect our children's lives if we don't let them."

Mrs. McCartney was silent.

"Can't argue with that," Mom said triumphantly. "Unless of course, you've told. Then I'd like to know just how you've managed to present such a normal looking family in what could have easily been a complete shit show," she teased.

What? Never once, in my entire fifteen years of existence, has my mother cursed. It was so wrong coming from her. Ellie stifled a laugh at my shocked face.

Ellie's mom burst out into laughter at that. "No, no, not a word from me," she choked out. "Or from Rikki or Bella for that matter."

"Bella?" Mom inquired.

"You know, the girl we emailed you about the year you left. The girl from Ireland. The one like us."

Poor girl- no wonder she moved to Australia. Ireland was a terrible place. Alright, well perhaps I was a bit biased.

"It's starting to ring a bell. Replaced me, have you?"

"It was easy enough seeing as you never came back," Mrs. McCartney said, only half-joking.

"Cleo, I-"

"Only kidding, don't worry." She took a deep breath. "Anyway, so while we're on the topic of Rikki and Bella, I should remind you that they also have full moon daughters, Ryder and Katie. They've also been hanging out at my house today seeing as the three girls are inseperable. I'm sorry but I think your daughter will be joining them."

"It's like the next generation," Mom mused.

"Yes, let's just hope they don't get mixed up in all the trouble we did."

"Oh, lighten up, Cleo. You wouldn't have your life any other way."

"Oh God, Emma Gilbert just told me to lighten up. What has my life turned into?" Cleo's mom said dramatically. "What on earth will Rikki say?"

"Why don't we ask her ourselves? Can we have a reunion tonight? It'll be just like old times."

"That's a great idea! Should we go to the Moon Pool?"

"How about just a nice get-together at your place? Would that be alright?" Mom asked.

"That would be more than alright, Emma! Just let me shoo the girls out of here and call up Rikki and Bella. Feel free to head right on over- 43 SW 8th Street."

"Okay, Cleo! I'll see you soon!"

"Wait, before you go I've been dying to ask…"

"Shoot."

"Are the waters off of Hawaii everything they're said to be?"

My mom laughed. "They're beautiful. The water's crystal-clear and teeming with the most interesting wildlife. I absolutely loved chasing the sea turtles."

"Something's up," I whispered to Ellie. My mom never got anywhere near the ocean, always insisting that she preferred 'admiring from afar'. The closest she had ever been to a sea turtle was at an aquarium on my ninth birthday.

She just clapped her hand over the phone and shushed me.

"I suppose that's a satisfactory answer. I'll see you tonight, Emma!"

"Bye, Cleo!"

I quickly clicked off the phone and jumped to my feet, yanking Allison up with me. I threw open the door and pushed her forward whispering "Upstairs, now!"

She obliged, and the two of us raced up the stairs and into my room, closing the door behind us.

"Where's the fire?" Ryder laughed. Katie joined in, the pair of them giggling.

Upon seeing our serious expressions as our chests heaved, the laughter quickly subsided.

"What is it?" Katie asked, concerned.

"Our mums are hiding something-all of them."

"What, like some sort of spies?" Ryder smirked.

"This is serious," Allison said quietly.

"Alright, alright. Spill," Ryder pulled me down to the floor with her, legs criss-crossed, and Allison and Katie sat to the right and left of me, respectively.

I quickly summarized the phone conversation between my mum and Allison's, with Allison stopping me every so often to insert what she felt were critical details.

"Okay, lemme get this straight," Katie said, eyebrows narrowed. "Your mums," she gestured to Allison, Ryder, and I, "Used to be friends. Really close friends that 'got into trouble' together."

Allison and I nodded and Ryder rolled her eyes.

"The three of them shared a huge secret that they refused to tell anyone-even their families. We can assume that your dads know about it, because they asked each other if their children knew-not their husbands. We can assume my mum has the same secret because Aunt Cleo referred to her as 'the girl like us'."

"Hold on, I'm gonna write this down," I told her, hurrying to retrieve a notebook and my favorite pen from my desk. "Okay, continue," I smiled apologetically.

"Cleo and Allison's mum spoke of two incidents where they revealed their secret. Can we think of any similarities between the two?"

"My mum revealed her secret to Laurie because it interfered with dolphin training-"

"And your 'mom'," Ryder said, mimicking Allison's accent, "Spilled because she was living in a hotel room with her family," she continued sarcastically. "Still going Detective Katie or can we go to the party?"

"Ryder, stop it!" I snapped. Her attitude could be extremely frustrating at times, this being one of them. "If you don't wanna be in on this, you can leave. Katie, Allison, and I can figure this out on our own. However, by the sound of it, your mum was the most secretive of the three, meaning there's a helluva lot more you could learn about her."

"Maybe there's a reason they're keeping something from us. Maybe they're protecting us, have you thought about that?" Ryder shot back.

"Since when did you lose your adventurous spirit, Ryder?" Katie asked. "This is the ultimate adventure! We're in a real-life mystery!"

"You heard what they said! If we found out it would be, and I quote, a 'shit show'."

"C'mon this mystery could keep us busy all summer. Detective work is fun and the reward of figuring this out will be priceless!"

"Fine," Ryder huffed. "But if we're gonna be late to the party, we might as well not go at all."

"Excuse me?" I asked.

"Why don't we spy on the reunion instead?"

I reached across our little circle to hug her. "There's the Ryder I know," I grinned.

I leaned back, picked up my notebook and asked "So which problem do we address first?"

"The moon, definitely the moon. I mean we've been hearing about that full moon since we were little and, of course, I can't resist the creepiness," Katie smiled.

"And what do we know about it?" I asked, pen at the ready.

"When our mums were twenty-all of them, even Allison's- there was a full moon and it resulted in our conception," Katie offered.

Ryder jumped in with: "Are you sure that's not just some euphemism for a sex position or something. It could be like when your ass is in full view and-"

There were a chorus of squeals and pleas for her to stop.

She waited for silence, then started again with something. "Can you guys even imagine Uncle Lewis getting it on?"

I covered my ears and gave her the death glare, while Katie and Allison bit their lips.

"Mm Cleo," she moaned. "Cleoooo, Cleoooo-"

"Stop it, Ryder!" I yelled.

She winked at me before letting out a final "CLEOOOO," and collapsing onto her back in a fit of laughter.

Moments later, Mum opened my door. "Did someone call?"

"That would be me, Aunt Cleo," Ryder said, choking back her giggles and raising her hand. "We just wanted to let you know that we were leaving." She stood to her feet, and waved her hand at the rest of us, prompting us to do the same. We rose as well.

"Okay, have fun!" She held either side of my face and kissed my forehead dramatically, making a loud "Mwah" sound. Once she finished with me, she continued around the circle, kissing Katie, Ryder, then even Allison who smiled a bit uncomfortably. "Bye girls!"

I kicked my notebook which now rested on the carpet under my bed inconspicuously, and lead the rest of the group out the door.


	5. Chapter 5: Parties and Boys

"C'mon guys," Ellie winked at us as we walked down her driveway and into the street. All four of us smiled and waved at her mother, who stood in the front door visibly anxious for us to leave.

Ellie explained to us, first through her teeth, then at a normal volume once we were out of earshot, that if we looped once around her neighborhood it would be dark when we returned. This way, the moms, or "mums" as she said, would not be able to see us out the windows.

We began a lazy stroll through the houses making easy conversation about the school the girls attended and everyone I needed to know about. Everyone in this town seemed to have grown up together, so I only had approximately 15 years of gossip to catch up on. The neighborhood was much different than the one I lived in in Ireland. The streets and yards and sidewalks were wide, the air was warm, and the smell of saltwater hung in the air even though the beach was out of view.

After wandering for about twenty minutes we stumbled upon the party that we originally were going to. The thumping bass could be heard from the street along with the voices of no less than a hundred people and there was a consistent stream of partygoers walking through the front door.

Ellie began speeding up and I followed suit, only to be pulled back by Ryder.

"Can't we just grab one drink?" she pleaded.

"I honestly think that's a really bad idea," Ellie said, looking nervous.

"Yeah, we might miss the reunion," I chimed in. There was no way I was drinking. Alcohol would leave me vulnerable to mistakes. One slip-up and my secret would be out.

"I think Ryder's right. Why shouldn't we have a little fun?" Katie grinned.

"C'mon, Katie. We can just go ourselves," the pair turned and began to walk up the driveway.

Ellie's eyes darted from me to the house and back to me. "Wait up!" She called out as Katie and Ryder approached the front door. "Let's go in, Allison, I can introduce you to some people."

"I think I'll just wait here," I replied. Me, go inside a houseful of sloshing drinks? No thank you. A single splash of liquid could easily give away my secret.

Ellie smiled apologetically and told me they'd be out soon then ran to catch up with her friends.

Turned out "soon" had a different definition in Australia than it did in Ireland and America. Eventually I slid down to the curb. I spent the time twirling my hair, scraping off my nail polish, and thinking about my mom. What was it that she was hiding?

"Hey," a voice said, bringing me out of my reverie.

I looked up to see a tall boy of about my age staring down at me. His curly chestnut-colored hair moved in the breeze coming from passing cars, his eyes, which were the exact color of syrup, crinkled inquisitively, and his lips twisted into a half-smile.

"H-hi," I stammered, not familiar with male attention.

"Haven't seen you around before. Mind if I take a seat? That concrete looks quite comfortable." Even though I had been in the country for a couple days now, the accent sounded different and wonderful when spoken from his mouth.

I nodded, still not able to find my voice.

"I'm Jackson. Who are you?"

"I'm Allison," I answered, finally mustering up some confidence. "What gave it away that I was new: my inability to form coherent sentences or the fact that I'm sitting like a loser on the curb outside of the biggest party of the year?"

His eyes widened."Hey you're not a loser!"

"Kidding," I laughed shyly. "But really who else would choose to hang out on the sidewalk?"

"I am insulted, Allison," he gasped dramatically while clutching his hand to his chest, drawing a smile out of me. "I happen to enjoy spending my summer nights sitting on 'sidewalks'. That is what you called it, isn't it?"

I nodded.

He leaned in conspiratorially and whispered, "Although I must admit, my arse has already gone numb."

I giggled. "Mine too." After a second of thought, I added on, "And I'm sure this isn't a very ladylike position."

"Of course not! The crouch is the modern ankle-cross, haven't you heard?"

"I can't say I have, although if it is, I am the fanciest girl in all of the world."

"Indeed you are," he confirmed. "So whereabouts in the world are you from? You don't sound like you're from Down Under."

"Oh, all over. I've lived in many of the United States of America and most recently, Ireland."

"What brought you here? Lemme guess the box jellyfish!" He acted stumped. "Or was it the cane toad? Are you one of those idiots who has always dreamt of riding a kangaroo to school 'cause I hate to burst your bubble but it takes years of practicing holding on to the kangaroo whilst holding on to your books."

"Actually, I'm one of the idiots who thinks hugging a koala would be fun."

"Well that's not completely idiotic, it can be done. However, they aren't very friendly..."

I laughed. "Really, though, I'm here because it's where my parents grew up. They just had a baby and decided they should settle down and raise him."

"Where were you raised?"

"Indiana, Florida, Pennsylvania, California, Missouri, Vermont, Texas- need I continue?"

"No, no I get the idea. Why does your brother get a childhood and you didn't?"

"Why don't we talk about you instead," I smiled tensely. "Who is Jackson, where are you from, what do you like to do?"

"I am Jackson Green, I am 15 years old, my favorite color is blue, I like dolphins, I sell ice cream at the marine park, my favorite food is watermelon, I wanna be a dolphin trainer, and I secretly love American country music," he said, ticking the facts off on his fingers as he named them. "Is that sufficient enough?"

"Not nearly, that only answered question 1."

He groaned and continued. "I've always lived here and I like going boating and watching dolphin shows." He raised his eyebrows, indicating that he was finished.

"Dolphin shows?" I suppressed a giggle.

"Dolphins are amazing! Seriously have you ever thought about it? They're so intelligent and powerful-"

"And friendly! They're so friendly," I paused, surprised at my outburst. "I mean, yeah, I do see what you mean."

"So have you swam with them before? It is the most amazing thing ever! I could arrange for us to swim at the marine park some time."

"I don't swim."

"Oh," he said, looking dejected. "I see."

"No really! It's not you, it's just water I don't like. Maybe we could watch a show sometime! There's one condition, though."

"Name it."

"No sitting in the splash zone."

"I can live with that," he grinned, and I smiled back. "Here, if you could just give me your number..."

I recited it for him and he typed it into his phone.

"Alright we're all set." My phone immediately buzzed and I looked down at the screen.

_How does tomorrow afternoon sound?_

I bit my lip, and texted back.

_Perfect :)_

"Allison, you will not believe what just happened- oh hi Jackson." Ellie came up behind us with Ryder and Katie close behind.

"Hey, Ellie," he said slowly. "Wait, do you two know each other?" He pointed a finger her way then mine and looked to her for an answer.

"Um, yeah. We're awesome friends, aren't we, Allison?"

"Of course but we only-"

"So how do you know Allison?"

"We're awesome friends too."

"Well okay then."

"Okay. Bye, Allison," he said, both of us standing up for a quick embrace.

"Bye," I smiled.

Oh, Allison was in so much trouble. I could tell by the dreamy look in her eyes that she had already fallen for Jackson Green's charm and undeniably handsome face. It was a good thing she had us.

"Oh, Allison," Ryder snickered as Jackson disappeared from view.

"What?" she asked, raising her eyebrows. Ryder just kept laughing.

"Nothing, nothing."

She turned to face the rest of us. "You guys, why's she laughing? What's so funny?"

Katie slung an arm around her shoulders. "Allison, honey, we don't talk to Jackson. He's bad news."

"Every girl on the Gold Coast has fallen for him at least once, and every time it ends poorly," I chimed in sympathetically.

Allison bit her lip and slowly shook her head. "But he was so nice," she protested.

"That's what they all say," Ryder said.

"Just do yourself a favor and stay away from him, okay?" I told Allison.

"Um, yeah, okay," Allison mumbled, looking down dejectedly and picking at her fingernails.

"Okay then, who's ready for some sleuthing?" Katie grinned, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

"Sleuthing?" Ryder narrowed her eyes.

"C'mon you guys- Nancy Drew?"

We all shook our heads at her but followed her down the street regardless.

"So do we have a plan?" Allison asked as we headed home. "I mean, besides the part where we look in the windows?"

"Not a clue," Katie sighed.

"The water," I said quietly, as I suddenly had an epiphany.

"Excuse me?" Allison asked, confused.

"The water behind my house," I started again slowly. "My mum was telling yours how she stayed out of it and kept me and Max out of it at all costs. Something about going near it or being in it or something like that would give away the fact that she wasn't normal. At least, that's what I got from the conversation. How about you Allison?"

"That sounds reasonable to me. What should we do about it then? How do we get them in the water?"

"We could set the house on fire," Ryder suggested.

"What is it with you and fire?" Katie rolled her eyes.

"Just being helpful," Ryder shrugged. "I mean if the house is on fire, they have no choice but to save themselves by jumping into the water."

"No, Ryder," I reprimanded.

"Okay, okay," she conceded. "I have another idea, but it's kind of drastic. I don't know if you guys would want to go along with it."

"More drastic than fire?" I teased.

"Oh stop it, you know I wouldn't have followed through on that."

"What is it, Ryder?" Katie smiled encouragingly, throwing her arm around Ryder's neck.

"Ugh you know I don't like when you do that," she grimaced and shrugged Katie off. Ryder made her way to the front of the group, turned around, and continued walking backwards as she hatched her plan. "So here's what we do: one of us jumps into the canal and acts like we're drowning. The rest of us scream for help, blah, blah, blah and eventually the little mum get-together moves outside on a rescue mission. You get the mums in the water, nothing's on fire, and nobody dies- well apart from pretending that is. It's brilliant."

"It's insane," Allison said, her eyebrows narrowed.

"It's perfect," I grinned, well-aware I looked like a madwoman.

"Now the question is: who gets to drown?" Rikki smiled deviously.


	6. Chapter 6

Somehow I was the one selected after much debate, and when I say much debate, I mean no debate. It made sense, I was the new girl. Whether it was a test of character or they just really didn't feel like getting wet, I wasn't having it. Too bad my outer voice wasn't as good at being forceful as my inner dialogue was.

"Looks like you're up, Allison," Ryder said, crossing her arms and raising an eyebrow.

"No, I-I can't I-" I frantically sought Ellie's eyes, pleading her to do something.

She just gave a weak smile and shrugged apologetically.

I couldn't get in the water, but I couldn't ruin my social life on my first day in Australia. I had been given this amazing opportunity to start over after destroying my friendships in Ireland, did I really want my life to be over here before it even started? I could feel that if I refused this rite of passage of sorts that they would refuse me. They hardly needed me- or noticed me for that matter. It would be simple for them to just brush me off as soon as soon as my trial run of their friendship expired.

I glanced at the menacing dark blue water lapping at the edge of the McCartney's backyard. It was strange how an inanimate object could repulse me so much. Water was responsible for giving me my secret and water would ultimately be my undoing, it was just a matter of time. It wasn't the time tonight, though, I would make sure of it. If I just-

And then suddenly I was engulfed in uncomfortably warm salt water. My mind was spinning with hundreds of thoughts of which the most profound was "Oh, shit". There were other thoughts too, such as "How long do I have before _it_ appears", "I need to get out of here", and my favorite "Where do I even live"? Thankfully my reflexes took over before my mind could conceive any more useless thoughts. Fight or flight, you might ask? Flight, always flight.

My body quickly took over for my failing mind. I managed to get my face above the water and spit out "I'm going home, don't call the moms," in one gasp. Ellie, Katie, and Ryder's faces reflected fear, alarm, and confusion, respectively. Oh well, that was as good as I could do for a cover story.

In my last three seconds in possession of a pair of legs, I flipped around and dove as deep down as I possibly could. Then it happened. The strange, tingly feeling came over me and I swallowed down my panic at my inability to stop it. In a second, I had a tail- a big fat scaly thing that clung from my waist like a kind of parasite. I didn't bother to look. I knew all too well that it was there, and now was not an opportune time for self-loathing. In a flick or two I was off, reaching torpedo-like speeds in my attempt to escape.

Once I was confident that there was enough distance between me and my ex-new-friends, I set to work on my second task- finding my way home. I always had a great sense of direction when I was in the water. It could be a mermaid thing. It could also just be a me-thing considering I had never met anyone with the same affliction. I surfaced and looked around. To the west, I spotted the coast, glowing with the lights of the Gold Coast residents. To the east, I saw an island, dark and uninhabited. Would it be so bad if I made the island and the freedom it gave me my new home, instead of the mainland that gave me nothing but paranoia? I rolled my eyes at the very idea. I wouldn't last two hours alone on an island. Do people usually roll their eyes at their own thoughts or was I really that friend-deprived?

I gulped some air and launched myself toward the coast, twisting and turning to avoid shallow patches of seagrass and coral reefs. I surfaced when I got close and managed to find a nice secluded spot to drag myself out. My elbows worked into the sand in a pathetic attempt at an army crawl as my tail dragged behind me limp and heavy, weighing me down.

I laid on the beach for what felt like hours as I dried in the thick humid air. Once my legs decided to make an appearance, I stood up, brushed myself off, and stumbled home in my party attire using my mer-senses and my phone's GPS for directions.

When I returned home, I immediately made a run for my room. I knocked over a glass of water as I pitifully clambered into bed and shrieked into my pillow with hatred as I felt the wretched thing appear, uninvited for the second time that night. I loathed it for it had done nothing but bad in my life since it had appeared a year ago. My friends in Ireland were gone soon after the incident as I tried (and succeeded) to keep my secret hidden from absolutely anybody. I pulled away from my parents as well, although it hadn't been entirely necessary. My family had never been too keen on water to begin with, besides my swimming, that is. Now that had been an issue.

Thinking back to the first time I had seen the mutation caused a flood of self-hatred to flood over me. I had only just stepped into my shower when out of nowhere I lost feeling in my legs, collapsed, and hit my head on the tile wall. Luckily the blow only knocked me out momentarily and I quickly awoke to the sight of a fishtail where my strong, tan legs had been only moments before. It was a fat, scaly thing and a murky orange color, as if it had dulled after being soaked in mud for too long.

Unfortunately, the pillow-shriek was not as silent as I had hoped. My mother frantically showed up at my door seconds later, pounding on it and demanding to be let in.

"Alli, honey, let me in!"

"No," I managed to shout out hysterically, before breaking down into sobs that wracked my entire body. "No," I said again, a whisper this time, as my hands desperately pulled my comforter over me in a sorry attempt to conceal the lower half of my body. Bracing for the worst, I took a deep breath.

"What on earth is wrong with you?" The white oak door swung open to reveal Mom. "You left us-" she stopped, clearly because she had seen the abomination that was her daughter. I mustered up the courage to look at her face. She narrowed her widened eyes, lowered her raised eyebrows, and shut her gaping mouth, but not before I recognized the look of astonishment. It was obvious that she saw the orange fin peeking out the end of my blanket. She knew. I knew she knew. She knew I knew she knew. The question was, were either of us going to mention it?

My mother has a wonderful ability to remain composed in any situation. "You left us worried sick!" She crossed the bare wooden floor to my bed. "But I'm just glad I found you safe," she smiled down at me from my bedside and reached out to run her fingers through my damp hair, before gingerly pulling away. The kindness was a ruse. I repulsed her, but she didn't want to act yet. No, she'd try to find a cure first, then leave me once she realized that one didn't exist.

"What's wrong?" she asked, as she pulled over my desk chair with a screech that made me cringe, then took a seat. The sheer absurdity of her question caused my sobs of despair turn into a kind of laugh-crying out of disbelief.

"What's wrong? _What's wrong?_" I was in a different kind of hysterics now, the humorous kind. No, it wasn't funny. But, my mother had seen my tail and life as I knew it was over so why the hell not laugh. "Do you see this?" I ripped back the covers. "It's a _freaking_ tail, Mom, in case you didn't realize. I touch water and my legs turn into this. It's ruined my friendships, it's ruined this family, it's ruined my entire life!" My voice was up to a shout now. "The whole thing is unbearable!"

Mom pursed her lips, no doubt uncomfortable with the whole situation. She was never one to confront things that were out of the ordinary. She was always a no-nonsense woman, so it came as no surprise to me when she ended my rant by telling me to "quit being melodramatic". However the next remark really shook me.

A long pause after she reprimanded me, she whispered, "I never thought I'd see you with one."

"Excuse me?" See _me_ with one? Had she seen one before? Were mermaid tails just such a normal occurrence in my mom's life that she had taken it upon herself to contemplate whether or not I'd end up with one?

"How did this happen?" she asked quietly, blatantly ignoring my question.

"It-it was a pool," I stammered. "A pool in Ireland."

"Ah," she said nodding. "That makes sense."

"It makes sense that a pool of water managed to give me a magical tail?!" I asked incredulously. "Please enlighten me on what's understandable about that because it doesn't seem reasonable at all to me."

"You don't want to hear it," Mom murmured, avoiding eye contact. Never in my life had I seen her this uncomfortable.

"The hell I do," I answered, crossing my arms across my scaly bra and feeling emboldened by the injustice of her assumption.

"Can you just," she sighed, smoothing the wrinkles on her lap. "Just try not to get angry. And please know that everything I've done, I've done because I love you." Her grey eyes finally met mine pleadingly.

"Okay," I whispered, terrified of what she might say.

She closed her eyes and sighed. Her mouth opened, but she seemed incapable of forming the words that I was desperately waiting to hear. After a long, pregnant pause, she spoke. "No," she jumped up suddenly. "No, I'm not ready. I can't do this." She frantically ran her fingers through her hair. "It's just- it's been so many years- so many years of not-" She began pacing. "Can you just," she bit her lip. "Can you just meet me downstairs tomorrow morning? I'll be ready then." And with that, she made her exit.

"Wait, ready for what?" I called after her.

She poked her head back in. "Ready to take you to Mako."


End file.
